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Beyond the ABCs:
The Pleasures of the Alphabet Book
Debra H. Thatcher is the associate dean/or teacher education at Northern
Michigan University. Her interests include authentic uses of children's
literature across the curriculum.

ho uses alphabet books? If your
answer is preschoolers and kindergartners, then consider these classes.
Mr. Burton, an eighth-grade language
arts teacher, is reading Antics I An Alphabetical
Anthology (Hepworth, 1992) to his class as part of a
word study unit. Mr. Sandoval's fourth-grade mathematics class is examining Eight Hands Round: A
Patchwork Alphabet (Paul, 1991) as they investigate
real-world applications of geometry. And Mrs.
McIntyre's second-graders are writing their own
alphabet puzzler after reading A Is for Salad (Lester,
2000). Alphabet books that go beyond the formulaic
"a is for apple" provide rich invitations for use by a
wide range of grades and ages.
There is a widely accepted but mostly mistaken
belief that alphabet books are useful for reinforcing
letter-sound relationships. But as Nodelman (1996)
points out, the relationship between visual symbols
and words is inferred. Only an existing knowledge
of letters and sounds allows a reader to correctly
name the object pictured in the text. For example,
an image of a cat that appears on a "P" page is a
"pet," while on the "C" page it is labeled a "cat."
Such books are not educational because "we have to
know what they're supposed to be teaching before
we can make use of them" (Nodelman, 1996, p.
243). Therefore, the instructional value of alphabet
books as aids in teaching beginning reading skills is
limited.
The pleasures of the alphabet book are not derived
from skills learned or reinforced. Instead of educating us, alphabet books, even those with basic structures, intrigue us with word and picture games. We
delight in reading them and solving their puzzles,
from the very simple to the quite sophisticated and
complex.
FALL

The purpose of this article is to acquaint the
reader with alphabet books that are of high quality
that are appropriate for a wide range of readers.
Though there are many possibilities for categorizing alphabet books, I have identified seven types:
letter shapes, word play, art play, topical/thematic,
multicultural, narrative, and puzzles. For each of
these categories, I have described some outstanding
books.

Letter Shapes
Books in this category emphasize letter appearance
and usually lack the classic word-picture association (that is, there is no "a is for .... "). Readers are
invited to view letters in novel ways, including
recognizing changes in orientation and discovering
letter shapes in the environment.
Arlene Aldas ABC: What Do You See (Alda, 1981)
is a collection of photos that reveal letter shapes in
everyday objects. In some photos, the letter shapes
are readily apparent, such as sauteed shrimp for
"C"; others require a more discriminating eye,
such as a twisted water hose for "R." Details of
old and new buildings reveal letter shapes in the
masterful black-and-white photos of Archabet: An
Architectural Alphabet (Korab, 1989). Each photo is
accompanied by a quote from a famous architectural
observer; for example, "I call architecture frozen
music"-Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Another
photographic marvel is The Butterfly Alphabet
(Sandved, 1996), revealing letter shapes in the
close-up images of butterfly and moth wings.

In Chicka Chicka Boom Boom (Martin & Archambault, 1989), readers follow the antics of lower
case letters as they climb a tree, fall out, and make
their way home. The playful text-"M is looped.
N is stooped. 0 is twisted alley-oop"-accompany
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brightly colored
letters positioned in
• • a variety of ways.
• Ed Emberley sABC
(Emberley, 1978)
• provides a unique
twist. Each doublepage spread provides
a progression of four
• clever illustrations
• that indicate the
strokes for forming
by Bill Martin Jr
• upper case letters.
and John Archambault
The viewer is chalillustrated by Lois Ehlert •
lenged to detect the
pictures in each set
of illustrations that are associated with the featured
letter; for example, a tiger and a turtle assemble
tinkertoys in a tray to form the letter "T."

Chicka
Chicka • •

••
••
••
••

••
•
••

Word Play
The distinguishing feature of books in this category
is the playful use of language. The text in each book
challenges the reader to think of words or use words
in atypical ways. The illustrations accentuate the
humorous text.
Antics! An Alphabetical Anthology (Hepworth,
1992) sets the standard for word play alphabet
books. Each page features one word in which "ant"
is embedded (deviant, quarantine, xanthophile ),
accompanied by an outrageously wacky visual
definition of the word - all with ant characters.
Viorst's The Alphabet from Z to A (with Much
Confusion on the
Way) (1994) proceeds through
the alphabet
backwards,
pointing out the
inconsistencies
of spelling English words. For
example, "N is
for NIT, NIGHT,
andNOT, but
not KNOT,
KNIGHT,or
KNIT. It's also
for NOW(but
22

not GNAW) and for NOME (in Alaska) but not
(dam!) for GNOME."
Alphabet books featuring an alliterative text are
plentiful. A particularly appealing one, because of
its delightful and humorous anthropomorphic illustrations, is A Big and little Alphabet (Rosenberg,
1997). Each letter is represented by an adult animal
(Big Risa rhinoceros) and its baby (littler), both
engaged in the same activity ("Big R races around.
Little r races around.") The illustrations also include
other visual representations of the letter (rainbow,
red radio, rink, roller blades, roller skates.)

Art Play
Though all of the alphabet books mentioned in
this article are picture books, the ones in this
category are distinguished by visuals that compel
the viewer to look and look again. Some of the
illustrations are complex and reveal new things
with each viewing, while others surprise viewers
with unique
representations of
THE 2 WAS ZAPPED
everyday
objects.
The Z Was
Zapped (van
Allsburg,
1987) and
The Graphic
Alphabet (Pelletier, 1996)
are witty
representations of letters
in action. For
example, in
van Allsburg's carbon pencil drawings, "Twas
all Tied up," and in Pelletier's full color computer images, "T" trips and falls. Grover (1993),
through vibrantly colored acrylic paintings,
presents viewers with unexpected images such as
a fork fence and umbrella underwear in his book
The Accidental Zucchini. Macdonald's Alphabatics (1986) transforms each letter of the alphabet
into objects through a series of illustrations. For
example, "s" grows a beak and feathers, evolving into a swan. One alphabet book in which the
text and the illustrations are equally exceptional
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(Hughes, 1994 ). Illustrated by the artwork of young children in the Harlem
School of the Arts, the book features
26 simple and delightful poems by
Langston Hughes.

Alpha Bugs (Carter, 1994) and The Christmas
Alphabet (Sabuda, 1994) are two interactive ABC
books. Carter's book is part of a series of "bug"
books, complete with zany bugs (such as the merry
mommy mushroom bugs) and a wide variety of
pop-up, slide, and lift-the-flap illustrations. Sabuda
has crafted eloquent cut paper pop-ups on a Christmas theme and includes a swinging bell for B and a
three-tiered snowflake for S.

Thematic/Topical
There is an overabundance of subject-oriented
alphabet books written for didactic purposes.
Many of these have forced text, often with inferior
rhyme. But close examination will reveal some
books with high quality text and/or illustrations in
this category.
One type of topical book organizes information
about a subject around each letter of the alphabet.
Such books do not provide depth of understanding,
but well-written ones provide just enough information to entice the reader to do further exploration.
Three exemplary works are Illuminations (Hunt,
1989), a book of facts and myths associated with
medieval Europe; Antler, Bear, Canoe (Bowen,
1991 ), a personal view of life in the Minnesota
Northwoods, illustrated with mood-setting woodblocks; and Eight Hands Round: A Patchwork
Alphabet (Paul, 1991 ), an historical guide to early
American patchwork patterns.
FALL

Another type of topical book has little or no text,
relying heavily on the visual aspect of the book.
Animal Alphabet (Kitchen, 1982) has striking
visual images. On
each page there is a
Graphic Alphabet
large, black capital
letter in block print.
With each letter is
a realistic painting
of one animal;
some animals are
familiar (such as
the bat) and others
are exotic (like the
umbrella bird). The
pages are uncluttered
but powerful
David Pelletier
in their simplicity.
The viewer immediately is captivated
and wants to know more about each animal. Arf!
Beg! Catch! (Horenstein, 1999) displays large
photographs depicting aspects of the lives of dogs.
The layout is artistically done and the photographs
capture unusual (and often endearing) shots of this
popular pet. With a personalized introduction by
Iman, an internationally renowned fashion model
from Somalia, The Jungle ABC (Roberts, 1998) is a
virtually wordless book about the African jungle. It
is difficult to put the book down because the paper
collage images are so striking. Roberts' distinctive
art is repeated in Mumbo Jumbo: A Creepy ABC
(2000) and is accompanied by an equally engaging
text.

Multicultural
This category is actually a subset of the thematic/
topical section, but deserves separate treatment. It
is important that children learn about people whose
beliefs, customs, and experiences differ from their
own. The alphabet book format provides a familiar,
non-threatening means of introducing readers to
cultural differences.

The Handmade Alphabet (Rankin, 1991) presents
images of the manual alphabet of the American
Sign Language, a communication system for
people who are deaf. On each page the viewer sees
a hand shape of the manual alphabet as well as an
object that begins with the corresponding letter.
The beautiful colored pencil illustrations include
2002
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sensitive images of aged and youthful hands, large
and small hands, and hands representing many races
and skin tones. Readers are introduced to names
of animals in five languages in From Albatross
to Zoo (Borlenchi, 1992). Not useful as a tool to
teach modem languages, the book does
illustrate the often-striking similarities
of animal names across languages.
Cajun Alphabet (Rice, 1991) is an
introduction to the language and culture
of Cajun society. The rhyming text,
though sometimes awkward, effectively
communicates the meaning of many
words and phrases; for example, "L is
lagniappe to round out the trade, something extra pitched in and no charge is
made."

The ABC Mystery (Cushman, 1993) is a whodunit
with hidden clues in the illustrations plus a lilting
text ("I is Inspector, who ponders the case. J is
Jalopy, in which they give chase.").

An Alphabet in Five Acts (Anderson, 1993) is
cleverly presented
as a dramatic play.
Each act of the
play is only one
sentence, and each
page illustrates
only one word
of each sentence.
For example,
"Friendly Gwen
Has Icky Juice" is
a five-page spread.
jambo means hello
The power of the
narrative relies
SWAHilLH ALPHABET B OK
by Muriel Feelings · pictures by Tom Feelings
heavily on the amusing photo-collage
illustrations.

There is a growing number of
alphabet books
related to the
various cultures
of Africa. Jambo
Means Hello
(Feelings, 1974)
introduces the
reader to Swahili
words and culture
through simple
text and warm
illustrations.
Ashanti to Zulu:
African Traditions (Musgrove, 1977) illustrates customs of 26 different African peoples through brief
text and the well-researched art of Leo and Diane
Dillon. A Is for Africa (Onyefulu, 1993) shows the
author's Nigerian homeland through a series of
photographs that capture images of everyday life.

Narrative
Alphabet books that tell a story are perhaps the
hardest to find - especially if you expect the pictures and words to form a coherent and pleasurable
experience. One of the most notable alphabet narratives is Old Black Fly (Aylesworth, 1992). In this
story, a pesky old black fly flits through the house,
sampling all the food and bothering everyone in the
house, beast and human alike. Stephen Gammell 's
explosive artwork amplifies the characters' irritation
with the fly that cannot be shooed away.
24
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Puzzles
Perhaps the most engaging of all alphabet books are those explicitly designed
to puzzle the reader. There is great
variation in the complexity of these, and
engaging texts can be found for all ages.

ASHANTI TO ZULU
AFRICAN TRADITIONS
MARGARET MUSGROVE ·
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Q Is for Duck: An Alphabet Guessing Game (Elting
& Folsom, 1980) is a delightful puzzle for young
readers. Beginning with the letter "A" and moving
in order through the alphabet, the book presents
puzzling letter-word associations; for example, "A
is for zoo. Why?" The solution is revealed when the
page is turned: "Because animals live in the zoo."
In a similar book, A Is for Salad (Lester, 2000),
the reader is challenged to use the illustrations
rather than the text to make the letter-word associations. For example, the letter "T" is illustrated by
a sheepish-looking tiger in underwear, and the
text reads, "Tis for polka-dotted underwear."
For the truly puzzled, the animal names are all
revealed in the back cover of the book. Tomorrow's
Alphabet (Shannon, 1996) provides teasers for
some direct experiences with text such as, "C is for
milk-tomorrow's cheese" and "R is for grapestomorrow's raisins."
One type of ABC puzzler invites the reader to use
picture clues to predict what will appear when the
page is turned. What's Inside? (Kitamura, 1985)
shows a pair of letters outside of an enclosure, such
as "q" and "r" above a mouse hole being guarded
by a cat. A tum of the page reveals a rat at his
desk, busily writing with a quill. Eye Spy (Bourke,
1991) is a clever and more complex version of the
page-turner puzzler. First, each double-page spread
shows a progression of four illustrations in which
the first and last pictures are homophones. Then the
last picture provides a clue for the first picture that
will appear on the following page. For example, for
the letter "G," the first of the four pictures is a board
game and the last is a picture of wild game (deer,
fish, rabbit). The rabbit is the clue for the following
"H" page-hare.
The book Anno 's Alphabet (Anno, 1975) initially
appears to be a traditional alphabet book, where
there is a direct correspondence between the letter
shown and its accompanying picture. But a closer
look reveals two extraordinary features of the
book. First, hiding in the intricate border, which
appears to be simply flowers and leaves, are many
other items associated with the featured letter. But
more interestingly, the letter is shown as a wooden
construction. Close evaluation of the illustration
reveals that the renderings of the three-dimensional letter shapes are impossible to build; they
are optical illusions.
FALL

Animalia (Base, 1986) and Whatley's Quest
(Whatley and Smith, 1994) are alphabet mysteries
for the persistent and inquisitive reader. Base's
book is superficially the typical word-picture
association. The intricate image for the letter "H"
clearly illustrates the text, "Horrible hairy hogs
hurrying homeward on heavily harnessed horses."
A close look reveals a multitude of other items
whose names begin with "h," such as house, hammock, hippopotamus, hunter, hyena, hang-glider,
hawk, hook-and this in about 4 square inches
of a picture of over 200 square inches! And
somewhere in each illustration, a boy in a striped
sweater is hidden. It is easy to understand why
Base spent over 3 years completing the illustrations for Animalia. The illustrations of Whatley's
Quest are sophisticated but not as detailed as
those of Animalia. This wordless book takes the
viewer through a search for buried treasure. It
includes illustrations of words you would never
anticipate in an alphabet book: allegory, dupe,
lackadaisical, quay, and vitality, as well as the
expected illustrations of words such as dinosaur,
olive, and wheelbarrow.

Conclusion
Alphabet books are clearly not intended just for
the emergent reader. There is a wide range of ABC
books with intriguing stories, captivating illustrations and photographs, playful texts, and puzzling
mysteries. Teachers of any grade level can select
alphabet books appropriate for his or her students
and examine the craft of the authors and illustrators.
Some books will naturally lead to other activities,
such as investigating topics introduced, cloning
the style of the author for student-created alphabet
books, and investigating ABCs in the environment. -Intended for much more than letter-sound
relationships, the alphabet book offers readers many
pleasures.
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